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Much has been written about journalistic practice and how news is gath-
ered. Fewer studies, however, have explored attitudes towards media from the 
people who themselves have been the subjects of it. In Becoming the News, 
Ruth Palmer argues that understanding the motivations and experiences of 
these individuals casts new light on the practices of journalism and the impor-
tance many continue to place on the role of mainstream media, especially in 
the midst of the crisis of trust that faces many news outlets today.
Based on 83 interviews conducted between 2009 and 2011 with individu-
als who appeared in the reporting of one of four American newspapers – the 
New York Times, the New York Daily News, the New York Post or an anonymized 
daily serving West City – Becoming the News examines how ‘ordinary’ people 
make sense of their experiences as media subjects. Palmer’s work charts the 
arc of this experience, from the trigger events that bring people to the atten-
tion of journalists in the first place through to the decision to cooperate with 
reporters, the interview process, reactions to the media coverage and its far-
reaching and long-lasting consequences for those at the heart of it. Each stage 
is reflected in the sequencing of the book’s nine chapters, which follow the 
chronological process for news story creation, concluding with a meditation 
on the lessons for news subjects and journalists alike.
In terms of the former, Palmer’s focus remains fixed on private citizens as 
distinct from elite news subjects, such as celebrities and other public figures. 
The latter, she contends, boasts the resources that can help influence journal-
ists and the ways that they, as media subjects, are represented in a news story. 
This contrasts sharply with ordinary people who, Palmer argues, ‘have little 
power in their relationships to journalists and media outlets’ (5). This is an 
argument Palmer strongly subscribes to throughout the book, invoking Janet 
Malcolm’s (1990) classic treatise, The Journalist and the Murderer, to bolster her 
point about the power differential that exists between journalists and ordinary 
people as media subjects. Cooperation, according to Palmer, always comes at a 
price and often in the form of long-term consequences for the media subjects 
involved, particularly in the digital age where these effects ‘are generally 
magnified’ (209). While there is merit to this argument, Palmer’s over-reliance 
on the power differential as a central argument obscures the agency of ordinary 
people who have been empowered by deliberately positioning themselves as 
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the subjects rather than the objects of news. Tanja Dreher’s (2003) work on the 
media interventions of Arab and Muslim communities in Sydney’s western 
suburbs immediately springs to mind here, among the work of other scholars 
since.
Palmer’s interviewees occupy a range of roles as witnesses, experts, people 
on the street, survivors, criminals, community representatives and activists, in 
a diversity of news stories. In Chapter 2, for example, we are introduced to 
‘Ruby’ who had been caught in the crossfire of a gang-related shooting near 
her home in Harlem. In Chapter 3 to ‘Kim’, interviewed as a consequence of 
being one of the first users of an unemployment programme sponsored by the 
New York Department of Labor and, in Chapter 4, to ‘Thomas’, an actor with a 
physical condition that limits his range of movement. The breadth of examples 
throughout the book is impressive, as is the opportunity to bear witness to 
the first-hand accounts of these individuals. However, Palmer’s preference for 
thick description, at the expense of important contextual detail, does some-
times temper the full value that these lived experiences are able to bring to 
the text.
Notwithstanding, Becoming the News adds substantially to the literature 
on journalist–subject relationships and offers both revelatory and valuable 
insights for practising journalists as well as students of the craft. Palmer’s 
work is commendable for the discrepancies it highlights in how subjects and 
journalists experience the news process as well as for its reformative agenda, 
specifically, the appeal for news organizations to begin ‘listening to audiences 
in ways they have not before’ (218) if they want to remain sustainable over the 
longer term.
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